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Summary: Born in District Two, Katniss and her sister Prim move to 
District Twelve when their widowed mother accepts a marriage proposal 
from Henry Mellark, an old classmate. 


1 . Chapter 1 
**Chapter 1 ** 

**In District Twelve** 

It was unusual that the bakery would close mid-day. But today was 
different. The Mellark family had a visitor a€" all the way from the 
Capitol . 

Effie Trinket, a matchmaker from The Capitol Matchmaker's Group, had 
arrived to consult with Henry Mellark about finding a wife. She 
brought a photo book filled with pictures of unattached women. 

Peeta hoped that his dad would choose a bride that was more 
conservative than Miss Trinket, who stuck out like a sore thumb in 
District 12. It was impossible to guess the age of the woman who sat 
beside his father at the family's dining table. Garish-colored 
clothing, heavy make-up, and a golden wig hid the woman underneath it 
all. In a certain light she looked not much older than his own 
nineteen years, but then again she could be forty. 

His father thumbed quickly through the album, all the time muttering 
to himself. "He said she was hereaC 1 he said..." Suddenly Henry 
stopped on a page. A smile came to his lips as he studied it 
carefully. "Yes, that's her. 

"Miss Trinket, this is the woman I want a€" Lily Everdeen." 


The Mellark family cat had been pacing the floor, but he jumped up 
onto the table at the very moment his master identified his 



wife-to-be. He came to Henry's side and rubbed up against his arm, as 
if to distract him. 


"Not now Buttercup." Henry gently lifted the cat up and placed him 
back onto the floor. 

"Let me see that." Twenty-one-year-old Rye, reached across the table 
and grabbed the book before his father could stop him. He turned it 
around so that he and Peeta could take a look. 

A grainy, color photograph of a woman stared back at the brothers. 

The middle-aged woman was attractive, with short blonde-hair and blue 
eyes, but Peeta detected sadness in her expression. 

"Why her?" he asked his father. To his youthful eyes she looked the 
same as every other housewife that frequented their family's 
bakery . 

"I know her." The excitement in their father's voice caused Rye to 
give Peeta a nervous glance. 

"Lily was born here," Henry continued. "We went to school together. I 
must confess I had a big crush on her back then. But I doubt she even 
noticed me. 

"Her parents ran the old apothecary. She married a fellow from the 
Seam and moved to District Two right after the wedding. The War for 
Independence from the Capitol had just ended and new job 
opportunities were opening up throughout the country." 

Peeta wished those same opportunities still existed so he could take 
advantage of them. Unfortunately the districts had ended their open 
door policy years ago when immigration grew lopsided. Seems everyone 
wanted to live in the nicer, better-off districts, and the residents 
of those districts didn't like the outsiders taking their jobs. 

"It sounds like we have a match for you then." Effie pulled a 
clipboard and a pen out of the briefcase by her side. "Could I see 
that page please?" 

Rye turned the book around and shoved it back towards the 
matchmaker . 

Effie began writing, but suddenly set her pen down and frowned. "Oh, 
dear, I wish I'd noticed this sooner." 

She threw Henry an apologetic look. "I'm afraid this page is 
out-of-date. Lily Everdeen registered with our company six years ago. 
The chances that she's still available are very slim. 

"Oh, I wish corporate would keep these books properly updated, " she 
muttered . 

A glum expression came over Henry. "But you will look into it. Miss 
Trinket won't you? Lily and I are the same age. The other women in 
this book are much too young for me. I'm not looking to start a 
second family. I just want someone to grow old with." 

A determined look came over Effie Trinket. She cleared her throat. "I 
most certainly will, Mr. Mellark. If Lily Everdeen is still available 



and willing, she shall be your bride. I promise it." 

Effie turned the page over to study the information on the back of 
the photo. "It mentions that she has children, though, two daughters. 
Judging from the date when she applied, I'm guessing the oldest would 
be about nineteen now, and the younger one fifteen. Would that be a 
problem? " 

"No." Henry looked across the table to his sons. "Haven't you always 
wanted sisters?" 

Rye hooted. "Can't say I have Dad." 

"The older one might be married by now anyway, " Effie pointed 
out . 

Henry turned back to the matchmaker. "Lily Everdeen's daughters are 
welcome here if she wants to bring them. Peeta could move into Rye's 
room and the girls could take Peeta 's room. 

Rye groaned. "Hell no. Dad. Peeta yells in his sleep." 

Peeta glared at his brother. 

"We'll talk about it later son, let's not bother Miss Trinket with 
our family business." 

"Oh, I've got to be going, anyway" the woman said. "Haymitch 
Abernathy is expecting me at Victor's Village." She closed the album, 
picked it up, and set it into her briefcase. 

"The Mockingjay is looking for a wife?" Rye chortled. "Who would 
marry him? Didn't the war mess him up real bad?" 

Effie Trinket slammed her briefcase shut. Her mouth formed into a 
thin, angry line. 

Henry glared at Rye. "That's none of your business son. Haymitch 
Abernathy has had a complicated life being the last victor of _The 
Hunger Games_ and the linchpin for the War of Independence. He 
deserves to be happy too." 

Henry looked to the matchmaker. "I'm so sorry for my son's rudeness. 
Haymitch and I go way back. We went to school together. He's a good 
man . " 

Effie gave Henry a small smile. "He is." 

"I hope to hear from you soon," Henry said as he led her downstairs 
to see her out. 

The argument started when he came back upstairs. 

"Why do you need to get re-married anyway?" Rye asked. "If you're 
looking for a good time, there are plenty of women in Twelve who ' d be 
willing to give you one." 

Henry's face went red. 

"I'm looking for far more than a _good time_. Rye. I'm looking for a 



_wife_. A companion. Something you ought to be considering as well. 
It's time you settled down instead of gallivanting around. You should 
be looking for a girl who could help you run this bakery when I'm too 
old to do it . " 

Rye rolled his eyes. "Don't worry about me. Dad. I'll settle down one 
day. I'm just having a little fun right now." He shook his head at 
his father. "But honestly, why call in The Capitol Matchmaker's 
Group? That outfit can't be cheap." 

"There's no one in Twelve that interests me, and believe me, I've 
noticed every available, unmarried woman in this district." 

Peeta's jaw dropped at his father's words. He never would have 
guessed _that_ about his dad. He sounded as bad as Rye. 

"And the financing of it is none of your business 
either . " 

"ButaC 1 " 

"I'm not discussing this any longer, you're giving me a headache," 
Henry cut in. "Now go downstairs and turn over that 'closed' sign on 
the door. We need to get back to work." 

Peeta walked over to the small table in the back corner of the 
bakery's kitchen. He sat on a stool, creating flowers that would be 
used to adorn a toasting cake. He loved baking and was more talented 
than his father and his brother combined, but there was no future for 
him at the bakery. 

The eldest son was the heir to a family's business, leaving the other 
sons scrambling to find employment. 

When their mother and oldest brother Phyl died in an explosion at the 
train station three years earlier. Rye's future had been ensured. 

He'd automatically gone to the front of the line as heir 
apparent . 

"So what do you think of her?" Peeta startled as his brother came up 
behind him hissing. 

"Who?" 

"Lily Everdeen." 

"I don't know. Six years is a long time. She's probably married to 
someone else by now." 

"But what if she isn't? I sure don't want a stepmother." Rye caught 
his eye and Peeta could read his thoughts. _Cause our real mother was 
bad enough. _ 

Their mother had been plain mean to all of them, her husband 
included. It made Peeta wonder why his Dad would even _want_ another 
wife. But perhaps he was hoping for someone better this time around. 
_And if he found the girl he'd had a crush on in schoola€l_ 

"And I sure don't want any sisters either," Rye added. A sly smile 
suddenly appeared on his face. "Although that's something I've never 



had the opportunity to explore." 

"You're vile," Peeta said, bumping his shoulder into his brother's 
chest. "Now let me be . I have to finish these flowers." 

Rye left and Peeta shuddered at the thought of his brother taking 
advantage of their step-siblings, although he wouldn't put it past 
him. Ever since their mother's death. Rye had garnered the reputation 
of a womanizer in Twelve. He'd taken so many girls to the slag heap 
that if Peeta ever were to marry, he'd have a hard time finding a 
girl who hadn't shared at least a few kisses with his brother. 

Peeta might have cared about it once, but after losing the lower 
portion of his left leg in the same explosion that killed his mother 
and brother, he'd given up expecting much of a future. Who would hire 
a cripple? What girl would marry one? If he were _very_ lucky, 
perhaps Rye would let him stay on at the bakery after their father 
retired and he took charge. Maybe Peeta could put a cot in the tiny 
office to sleep. 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

**In District Two** 

Lily Everdeen read the letter in her hand, a look of relief appearing 
on her face. All the tension of the past few weeks was gone. She set 
it down as she coughed into her bent elbow. 

Katniss stood in the doorway watching her mother and wondering who 
had written. She grabbed the bottle of medicine and a spoon as her 
mother's hacking escalated. 

Lily had developed a nasty cough a few months ago. None of her 
homeopathic remedies had worked to stop it. Reluctantly, she'd 
visited a licensed doctor who had been trained in the Capitol. When 
Katniss had questioned her about the diagnosis she'd showed Katniss a 
bottle of medicine. 

"He said this might help." 

In Katniss' opinion, the medicine was worthless. If anything, her 
mother's health had worsened. 

Once her mother stopped coughing, she turned to Katniss, her face 
growing solemn. "We need to talk before Prim gets home from 
school . " 

The serious tone in her mother's voice caused a shiver to run down 
Katniss' back. She sat down across from her. 

Lily picked up the letter. "I've had an offer of marriage from a man 
I went to school with in District Twelve. I've decided to accept 

it . " 

"What?" It was the last thing Katniss could have imagined. She 
reached for the letter. Three train tickets were attached to it. What 
_had_ her mother done? 


She read quickly. 



_I'm glad you've accepted my offer. I've been widowed for three years 
now and am very lonely. My grown sons. Rye and Peeta are excited to 
meet you and your daughters. Twelve has changed so much since you 
left Lily. You'll hardly recognize it. I know we will be happy 
together. _ 

Furious, Katniss set down the letter. "How did this come about?" 

Her mother burst into another fit of coughing. Katniss stood up to 
get her some water. Once Lily was breathing freely again, she 
explained . 

"Two years after your father died, I registered my name with The 
Capitol Matchmakers Group. I knew it was a long shot that I'd get 
selected because I was older and had you and Prim. But the business 
wasn't doing very well at that point and I thought if I could remarry 
we'd all be better off." 

If her mother _had_ remarried things would certainly have gone 
differently, although the damage would have already been done. 
Katniss' childhood effectively ended at age eleven when her father 
died in a quarry accident . 

Lily had fallen into a deep depression, causing Katniss to take over 
the running of the household. She had sold off everything that had 
value, and then turned to raising a garden to feed her 
family . 

Katniss had also studied an old book that her mother had taken from 
her parents' apothecary shop in Twelve. The parchment pages were 
covered in ink drawings of plants and written information about where 
to gather them, when they came into bloom, and their medical 
uses . 

One plant mentioned in the book was supposed to treat melancholy. 
Desperate to help her mother, Katniss located the plant growing in 
the woods in Two, gathered it, crushed it, and made a tea for Lily. 
Slowly, over a few months, her mother came back to herself. 

Once Lily was better, she began to study the old book too. She 
expanded on Katniss' idea and opened a small business making healing 
teas for other conditions, as well. It didn't pay much, but it kept 
the family together. 

Since graduating school, Katniss had come onboard full-time to help 
her mother. She gathered all the plants that her mother turned into 
teas, and also kept charge of the account books to ensure that the 
district and Capitol taxes were paid. The accounting work took up a 
lot of time as the tax system in Panem was quite complex. 

"We can't up and leave," she argued with her mother. "What about our 
business? Besides, Mom, you're sick. Don't you think you should 
concentrate on getting better first, instead of planning a 
wedding? " 

Lily shook her head. "There is no cure, Katniss. I'm dying. The 
doctor said my lungs are failing. I'm going ahead with this marriage 
to help you and your sister." 

Katniss' throat tightened. _How could this be happening?_ Her eyes 



filled with tears as her mother continued. 


"Henry Mellark is a good person. He'll take care of you and Prim when 
I'm gone. Maybe you can restart the business in Twelve, or work for 
Henry. He owns a bakery." 

"You'rea€l are you sure. Mom? Maybe you should see another 
doctor . " 

Her mother shook her head. "I know it's hard news for you to hear, 
but don't be sad. I'm not. I'm looking forward to seeing your father 
again, soon . " 

Katniss gulped. "Does this man know about your health?" 

Lily shook her head. She didn't meet Katniss' eyes. "I'm not going to 
tell him either." 

"But what if he doesn't help? What if he throws us out aftera€l?" 
Katniss' voice dropped off. She couldn't say the words. It couldn't 
be real . 

Lily shook her head. "Henry's kind. He wouldn't do that." 

Katniss scowled. How could her mother _know_ that? She hadn't seen 
the man in years . How could she _be sure_? 

"This is for the best. I would feel so much better about everything 
if I knew there was someone protecting you and Prim when I'm no 
longer here. And since you ended things with Catoa€ 1 " 

Katniss flushed. She'd never told her mother or even her sister why 
she had abruptly stopped seeing Cato Ableman, the man she'd dated for 
a few months after graduation. She'd been too ashamed. 

She'd discovered that Cato had been involved with both her and a 
former classmate. Clove Sanders, at the same time. That had been 
demoralizing enough, but when she investigated further she learned 
that Cato and Clove had taken things much further than simple 
"dating." When Katniss had confronted Cato, he'd not only admitted 
it, _but he blamed her for it._ 

"I have _needs_, Katniss. Clove's on fire; she's not an ice queen 
like you . " 

Enraged, Katniss had told him exactly what he could do with his 
_needs_. But the entire situation had left her feeling stupid and 
naive, doubting her own attractiveness, and suspicious of every man 
who showed the least interest in her. 

She couldn't help but wish that her father were still alive to set 
Cato straight about how a young man should treat a woman he claimed 
to care about. In her most despairing moments she had even given into 
her baser feelings and fantasized about her father beating Cato 
up . 

It didn't help that her mother kept mentioning her former boyfriend, 
implying that Katniss had made a mistake in breaking up with him. Her 
mother had seen Cato as a "catch" because his family was well off. 

His father was a well-known stone carver whose work was displayed 



throughout Panem. Cato would take over that business one day. 

Eager to change the subject, Katniss asked, "What are you going to 
tell Prim?" 

"I'll tell her about the wedding and the move to Twelve," her mother 
replied. "But please don't mention my diagnosis. I'll tell her later, 
after we get settled in Twelve." 

Reluctantly, Katniss agreed. 

Letters flew back and forth between the newly engaged couple. While 
Henry Mellark was eager to wed Lily, the Everdeen's had loose ends to 
tie up before they left Two, including the sale of the contents of 
their household. Lily also insisted on the purchase of some new 
clothing for all three of them so they would appear presentable when 
they arrived in Twelve. By mid-August they were ready to go. 

They got on the train at night. It was easier that way because they 
couldn't see the home they were leaving behind. Prim sat next to 
their mother. Katniss sat across the aisle from them. She fell 
asleep, rocked by the train hurrying down the rails. She was dreaming 
of the woods in Two when a scream awoke her in the early 
morning . 

Prim! Katniss' eyes flew open. She was confused for a moment because 
she didn't recognize her surroundings. She lay in the reclined train 
seat . 

The conductor was rushing down the aisle. Katniss turned to her 
mother and Prim. Her heart leapt as she saw her sister slapping their 
mother's face. "Wake up Mama, wake up." 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

The conductor notified the engineer who stopped the train on a siding 
so that Lily's body could be carried outside and then loaded onto the 
baggage car at the rear. Katniss moved to her mother's seat to 
comfort her sister. 

Her mind was reeling. What were they going to do when they got to 
Twelve? How could she ever repay Henry Mellark for the price of three 
train tickets? There wasn't much cash left. Where would they 
live? 

She held her crying sister, as numbness settled over her. She could 
think of only one solution to the mess in which they found 
themselves. It made her ill to think about. 

The train slowed as it got closer to the station in District 12. 
Alongside the tracks were thousands and thousands of dandelion 
puff-balls, ready to spread their seeds as soon as the wind began to 
blow . 

The buildings in the distance looked smaller and shabbier in 
comparison to those Katniss had grown up around, although the station 
ahead appeared quite modern. 

A few people were on the platform when the train came to a halt. 
Without an introduction, Katniss easily located Henry Mellark. A 



tall, broad-shouldered man with fair, wispy hair holding a bouquet of 
droopy pink lilies. He was dressed in a suit and flanked by two young 
men that Katniss guessed were his sons. 

One was as tall as his father, but much leaner. There was an air of 
impatience about him a€" as he shifted his weight from one foot to 
the other and crossed his arms. He wore a smirk on his narrow 
face . 

The other son was the shortest of the three men. His frame was stocky 
and his friendly face was broad. His longish, ash-colored hair, fell 
across his forehead in waves. He rubbed at the back of his neck with 
the flat of his hand. 

"What do you want us to do with her?" the conductor leaned in to 
whisper to Katniss. 

"I need to get off and make arrangements," she choked out. She 
pointed toward the Mellarks. 

"Let's get off. Little Duck." She reached for Prim's hand like she 
was three-years old, and set off down the aisle. She stepped down 
from the train and pulled Prim along. The temperature was warm, the 
air stagnant on the platform. She headed straight for the man with 
the flowers. 

"Excuse me, are you Henry Mellark?" 

The man nodded, a smile spreading across his face. "You must be 
Katniss and Prim." His eyes flickered nervously, shifting back toward 
the train car. "But where is Lily?" 

Katniss took a deep breath. "Our mother died in her sleep on the 
train last night." 

Prim inhaled deeply, a sob catching in her throat. 

Henry Mellark' s face froze. He bit his lip as his eyes filled with 
tears. One hand flew to his temple and he rubbed his skin 
forcefully . 

"It's all right, Mr. Mellark," Katniss continued. "You'll still get a 
wife. I'll marry you." 

The tall son beside him gasped. 


2 . Chapter 2 
**Chapter 2 ** 

Katniss Everdeen, who would no longer become Peeta's stepsister, but 
proposed to become his stepmother, was easily the most attractive 
woman he'd ever seen. 

The petite beauty was trembling in front of them, but her sorrowful 
mien only highlighted her good looks. Her gray eyes shone brightly as 
she wiped away the tears that fell down her cheeks. Her dark hair was 
coming out of the loose plait that hung over her shoulder. It was all 
Peeta could do to keep from reaching out to stroke the end of the 



braid, to feel that silky hair between his fingers. 


Was Katniss serious about marrying his father? Would his dad take her 
up on her offer? 

He hoped not because for the first time since he'd lost his leg, 

Peeta felt a desire to aim higher than a future of sleeping on a 
lonely cot in the bakery office. 

He exchanged a quick glance with his brother. Rye's mouth hung open. 
He appeared dumbfounded, seemingly astonished by Katniss' words. 

Her younger, blonde-haired sister burst into loud sobs jolting Peeta 
from his thoughts. 

Reacting immediately, his father threw his arms around the distraught 
girl. "There, there," he murmured. 

Prim was taller and bigger-boned than Katniss. She buried her head 
into his father's chest and wept. 

The stat ionmaster came up to the group. "The conductor needs to know 
what you want us to do with the lady's remains." 

At his blunt words. Prim let out a sharp cry. Katniss blinked several 
times and went paper white. 

Henry frowned, and turned to Rye. "Go get our cart from the 
shed . " 

His brother bolted off. 

Henry unwrapped himself from Prim. Still clutching the flowers in one 
hand, he spoke to Katniss. "I'll take care of this. Stay here with my 
son Peeta . " 

Not knowing what to say to the distraught sisters, Peeta pointed to a 
nearby bench so they could at least sit. 

Katniss sat down next to Prim. Prim leaned into Katniss' shoulder and 
continued to cry, while Katniss stroked at the back of her hair. 

Peeta sat on the other side of the younger girl. Turning his body 
slightly, to give the sisters a semblance of privacy, his eyes 
followed his father and the stat ionmaster as they set off walking 
toward the baggage car at the rear of the train. 

Prim continued to whimper for a while, but eventually she stopped. 

She pulled her face from Katniss' shoulder and wiped at her eyes, 
before looking around. "This station looks new, not like the one at 
home . " 

Relieved to talk about anything other than the situation at hand, 
Peeta turned his body toward them, "it _is _new." 

"How could Twelve afford a new station?" Katniss asked. 

"The Capitol paid for it. It came out of what was left of the War 
Reparations Fund." 

Katniss shook her head. "But the war ended twenty-five years ago. Why 



would they give your district money now?" 

"Rebels buried land mines deep along the tracks in front of the 
station during the war and in the confusion afterwards the mines were 
forgotten. Three years ago, heavy rains washed them close to the 
surface. They went off one morning when the train pulled in." 

Both sisters' gasped. 

"Was anyone hurt?" Prim asked. 

It suddenly dawned on Peeta that this line of conversation had been a 
mistake because now he was going to have to pass along more 
disturbing news to the grieving sisters. But maybe they already knew. 
Maybe his father had written to their mother about it. At any rate 
they'd find out sooner or later. 

"Ten people died, including my mother and oldest brother." 

"Oh no, " Prim said. 

"I'm so sorry," Katniss murmured. "How awful for you." The look on 
her face was one of compassion and Peeta marveled at how quick she 
was to comfort him when she was hurting herself. 

He kicked himself for not offering the sisters his condolences for 
their loss when they sat down. It would have been the polite thing to 
do. But he'd been astounded by her offer to marry his father and 
mesmerized by her appearance. He hadn't been thinking clearly at 
all . 

"Thanks," he mumbled. "It _was_ awful. They're planning to put a 
memorial stone out in front of the station one of these days to 
remember everyone by." 

_As if anyone in Twelve needed a marker to remember the tragedy. _ 
Peeta thought about it every time he attached and removed his 
prosthesis. He tapped his hand nervously on the place where his stump 
connected to his false limb. He wasn't ready to tell Katniss and Prim 
about that particular piece of collateral damage. 

The two sisters fell silent and Peeta wished he had kept his mouth 
shut. What must they be thinking of him talking about his family's 
loss when their mother had just died? He didn't know what to say now. 
He rubbed at the back of his neck. 

Fortunately Rye returned with the cart pulling it up to the bench 
where they sat. "Where's Dad?" 

Peeta stood up quickly, eager to get away, worried that if he stayed 
any longer that he'd make an even bigger fool of himself. "He went 
off with the stat ionmaster to the rear of the train." 

He looked to Katniss and Prim. "Wait here." 

Peeta took hold of one handle of the cart and set off with Rye. 

As soon as they were out of earshot of the Everdeens, Rye blurt out. 
"Holy hell. Do you think she's going to be our stepmother?" 



without waiting for Peeta to answer. Rye continued. "It's a damn 
shame if she marries Dad. He wouldn't have the first idea what to do 
with her. Boy, I wouldn't mind getting a crack at her though." 

Bile rose in Peeta 's throat at the thought of his brother and 
Katniss. "You've already marked all the girls in Twelve. Why don't 
you leave her alone? Her mother just died, for crying out loud." 

Yet even as he said the words, Peeta worried that Rye would get his 
wish. If Katniss were like every other girl, she'd easily succumb to 
his brother's charms. 

"What? Do you like her Peet?" 

_He did like her, but it was pointless. In his current situation, he 
had no chance of winning a girl like her._ 

"There he is," Peeta said, distracting his brother. He pointed toward 
one of the last cars on the train. His father had a clipboard in hand 
and was filling out some paperwork. 

"It is quite unfortunate," the stat ionmaster was saying. "They 
wrapped her in a blanket, but with the heat, you'll likely want to 
bury her today." 

"We'll see to it," Henry replied grimly. He turned to his sons. "Boys 
take Mrs. Everdeen to the graveyard. Tell Mr. Duggan to inter her 
immediately. And go the long way round the station. I don't want her 
daughters to see you carrying their mother off. I'll get their 
luggage back to the bakery." 

"All right, " Rye said. 

Henry handed the bouquet of limp lilies to Peeta. "Ask him to place 
these flowers on the grave." 

Peeta nodded in agreement. 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

As soon as Peeta left. Prim turned to Katniss. "He seems kind of 
nervous . " 

"He probably is." Katniss guessed Peeta wasn't interested in having a 
stepmother his same age. But then she wasn't so keen on it 
either . 

"Are you really going to marry Mr. Mellark? 

"If he wants me." 

Prim frowned. 

After a long wait Henry Mellark returned, followed by a boy pulling a 
wagon that contained the large trunk containing all their worldly 
possessions . 

"I've taken care of everything," he said. "Your mother will be buried 
this afternoon. Let me get you two home to the bakery." 



Katniss suddenly remembered something. "Just a minute." She walked 
over to the wagon and opened the trunk, pulling out a cardboard box. 
She handed it to Henry. "Can you bury her with this?" 

A curious look passed over Henry's face as he reached for it. "What's 
inside the box?" 

"Our father's ashes." 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Henry, as he'd asked them to call him, took them back to the family's 
living quarters over the bakery. He'd showed them a small bedroom and 
told them to unpack their trunk. 

They ate dinner with him and his sons, although only Rye and Peeta 
seemed to have any appetite. Katniss listened half-heartedly to the 
men's small talk around the table. 

In the short time since they'd met, she agreed with her mother's 
thoughts about Henry Mellark. He _was_ kind. If he wanted to marry 
her, she had no doubt he'd treat her decently. _Not that she wanted a 
loveless match to a man old enough to be her father. _ 

She wasn't sure what to think about his two sons though. Rye, the 
older one, had gotten upset when his father told him that he should 
stay home for the evening. He spent the remainder of the meal staring 
at her, as if he were sizing her up. It caused her to look away in 
discomfort . 

Peeta, the younger son, who had been chatty enough at the station, 
seemed to have lost his tongue. 

The Mellark 's tomcat, which bore the girlish name of Buttercup, paced 
the room during the meal . 

Afterwards, Prim had jumped off her chair to pick him up and cuddle 
him. She was immediately taken with the ugly creature with his mashed 
in nose and partial left ear. 

"Was he in a fight?" Prim asked. 

Henry shook his head. "We found him at the train station when we dug 
outa€ 1 " 

He didn't finish the sentence, instead his eyes filled with 
tears . 

Katniss guessed it was after the explosion that killed part of his 
family. She looked to Peeta for confirmation. He nodded grimly. 

Prim spent the evening playing with the cat, dragging a piece of 
string along the ground that the cat would pounce on, while Henry 
spoke about Lily when she was young. Katniss was astounded to learn 
that her mother used to take care of injured animals. It was as if 
Henry was describing another person altogether. 

After he'd finished telling them about Lily saving an ailing 
squirrel, he turned the conversation to her mother's health. Had she 
been ill recently? 



Katniss told of her mother's cough but didn't tell him about Lily's 
terminal diagnosis. Didn't mention that her mother had deliberately 
used Henry to get her daughters to Twelve. 

"Prim, would you carry Buttercup downstairs for me?" Henry asked. "We 
lock him up in the kitchen at night to keep away mice. Peeta show her 
where to put the cat." 

As soon as they left, Henry turned to Katniss. "Look I understand 
you're suffering from a terrible shock. Believe me everyone in this 
house is quite familiar with loss. We've had enough of it over the 
last few years. 

"I don't know what happens next but I don't want you thinking you 
need to marry an old man to make up for your mother's death. You're a 
lovely girl, but you're far too young for me. You'd be much happier 
settling down with someone closer to your own age, like my son Rye 
here . " 

Katniss noted that Rye gulped at his dad's comment. 

"I can do my own courting Dad." Rye licked his lips and leered at 
Katniss, causing her to turn away in embarrassment. 

"Is that what you're doing at the slag heap?" Henry asked. 

He turned back to Katniss. "Do you have any family left in Twelve? I 
know your mother's family is gone, but perhaps on your father's 
side? " 

"Not that I know about, " Katniss said. Her father had never talked of 
his family and Katniss had assumed that everyone had died before her 
parents had relocated to District Two. 

"Of course, you and your sister will stay with us then." 

Before Katniss could clarify _how long_ they could stay because 
surely he couldn't mean _permanent ly_. Prim had returned with 
Peeta . 

"It's been a long day," Henry said. "Why don't you two turn in? I'll 
take you both to the cemetery tomorrow so you can pay your respects 
to your mother." 

The sisters lay in bed talking and crying. Between tears, Katniss 
told her sister that Henry had refused her offer of marriage. 

Prim smiled. "I like Peeta the best." 

"You're too young," Katniss chided her. 

"Not for me." 

Katniss shook her head. 

Prim soon fell asleep, but Katniss was awake a long time, a single 

thought racing through her mind. _What are we going to do now?_ 


In the middle of the night, she woke after hearing a man cry out as 



if he were in pain. She hoped it wasn't Henry. But who else could it 
be? She closed her eyes and concentrated on Prim's steady breath. It 
lulled her back to sleep. 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

While Katniss and Prim slept, the Mellarks were up at dawn to begin 
the day's baking. 

"How long are they going to be here Dad?" Rye asked. 

Peeta tilted his head to hear his father's reply. He was curious as 
well. What would happen to Katniss and Prim? 

"I don't know," Henry said. "But they'll stay with us for now. It's 
the right thing to do. They've suffered a terrible loss." 

"You've suffered a loss too Dad," Peeta pointed out. His father had 
dark circles under his red-rimmed eyes. He had to be greatly 
disappointed that his fiancA© had died before they'd even met up 
again. He'd been excited for months about her arrival. 

"I hadn't seen Lily in more than twenty-five years. I'm very sad 
about her death, but what I lost is a fantasy compared to the loss 
those girls have experienced. Their mother is gone. You boys know how 
hard that is . " 

Rye turned to Peeta and rolled his eyes. Peeta scowled at his 
brother. Likely the sisters had a good relationship with their 
mother, not the bitter one he and Rye had had with their' s. 

In their shared bedroom the previous evening. Rye had repeated what 
their father had said to Katniss. "He's not going to marry 
her . " 

Peeta wasn't surprised. 

"He suggested she marry me instead." 

Peeta had snorted loudly, but his stomach had dropped. Was Rye 
telling the truth? Probably. If his father was promoting one of his 
sons as a husband for Katniss, Rye was certainly the better choice 
since he would inherit the bakery. 

"I don't care much for brunettes," Rye mused. "But I wouldn't mind 
taking her to the slag heap. Her sister's a little too young yet for 


"For crying out loud Rye." His brother disgusted him 
sometimes . 

Katniss and Prim came downstairs to the bakery around ten. Both 
Everdeen sisters had blood-shot eyes and blotchy faces, likely from 
crying . 

"How can we help?" Katniss asked Henry. 

"Sit down and have some breakfast first," he answered. "Then we'll 
visit the cemetery." 



He turned to Peeta. "Get these girls something to eat." 


Peeta had just pulled a tray of hot cheese buns from the oven. He 
picked up the two biggest ones and set them on plates. He put the 
plates down onto the large worktable in the center of the room. Then 
he pulled two high stools in front of them. 

"Thank you," The grateful smile Katniss gave him warmed Peeta 's 
heart, making him hope she'd forgotten about what a fool he'd been 
the previous day. 

"Would you like some tea with your cheese bun?" he asked. 

The two sisters nodded. 

Peeta set the kettle onto the stove, 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Later when they'd finished eating, Henry left the shop with Katniss 
and Prim. 

"The undertaker buried your mother, and ..er.. father yesterday," he 
said. "I thought you'd like to see the spot where they lay." 

There was no marker in place, but the outline of fresh dirt topped 
with the bouquet of pink lilies made it clear where her parents 
rested . 

"I'll have a stone placed on it," Henry said. 

"You don't have to do that." Katniss was surprised at his 
generosity . 

But Henry had already wandered off to another section of the large 
field that was dotted with dandelion puffs-balls before Katniss could 
finish speaking. 

Seeing the freshly turned soil caused Prim to cry some more. When 
she'd stopped she whispered, "Do you think we should hold a ceremony 
to remember her?" 

"A memorial service?" Katniss shook her head. "There's no one to 
attend but us and him." She pointed her chin in the direction in 
which Henry had walked off. "We can say our good-byes now." 

"What are we going to do Katniss?" 

"I'll figure something out. Little Duck. I don't want us to impose on 
Henry any longer than we have to." 

"He seems very nice." 

"He is." Guilt swept over Katniss about what her mother had done to 
trick him into saving them. It was wrong and the sooner they could 
move out of the Mellark household, the better Katniss would 
feel . 

After saying their good-byes to _both_ parents, the sisters located 
Henry in another part of the cemetery. He was standing around a 



section with stone markers that read "Mellark." 


"My wife and oldest son," Henry murmured, pointing to their graves. 
"Let's go," he said suddenly, pressing his hands to his temple. "My 
head is aching badly." 

They walked back in silence. As they got nearer to town Katniss 
spoke. "We appreciate your hospitality Henry, but we're not your 
responsibility. Do you know of any businesses that might be 
hiring? " 

Henry rubbed his hand against his temple. "Offhand, no. Your mother 
and I had thought you'd help out in the bakery when you got here. But 
if you're looking to earn wagesa€ 1 ." His voice trailed off. "Remind 
me, what were you doing in Two for work again?" 

"I helped my mother with her healing tea business. I gathered the 
plants and kept the account books." 

"Ah, that's right, your mother mentioned it in her first letter to 
me. Unfortunately Twelve forbids the manufacturing and sale of 
medicinals by individuals; I suppose it's because the medicine 
factory here has taken control of that market and doesn't want 
competition. But you could pay them a visit. They might be 
hiring . " 

"Thank you. I'll check it out." 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Peeta worked in the back of the bakery, while Rye was at the front 
counter. Flirtatious banter flew back and forth between his brother 
and a customer, a woman who had recently gotten engaged to the 
grocer's son. Peeta wondered if she was one of Rye's former 
conquests. His brother was lucky nothing had happened to complicate 
his life so far because sometimes spreading seed could yield a 
harvest . 

The back door opened and his father came in alone. 

"Where are Katniss and Prim?" Peeta asked. 

"I told them to take a walk and explore Twelve. I think Katniss 
planned to visit the medicine factory. I must say I like her. She 
seems very determined to take care of her sister and not be a burden. 
She's already out looking for work. I'm sure we can keep them busy 
here at the bakery until she can find a job." 

Peeta paused. The sisters _were _in a difficult position. It might be 
a long while until Katniss found employment. There weren't many job 
opportunities in Twelve. It was something he knew only too well. If 
only there was something he could do to make things easier for 
them . 

Katniss and Prim arrived back at the bakery two hours later. Peeta 
and Rye were done baking for the day. They were cleaning up. Their 
father was in the small office working on the books. 

"Can we help you?" Katniss asked. 



Henry poked his head out from the tiny office. "Come in here Katniss. 
You said you had experience with business accounts. I'd like to ask 
you a few questions." 

"What is he doing?" Rye mouthed to Peeta. 

Peeta shook his head. He guessed his father was trying to keep 
Katniss busy. Peeta handed a broom to Prim. 

Work at the bakery was easier with more available hands. Henry showed 
Katniss how to do the books, a task he'd taken over after his wife's 
death . 

He also showed Prim how to help customers at the front counter and 
ring up sales on the bakery's ancient cash register, another job his 
late wife had done. 

xxxxxxxxxxxx 

"I like it here," Prim told Katniss one morning as they dressed in 
their bedroom. They'd been living with the Mellarks for almost two 
weeks . 

"You know we can't stay," Katniss reminded her. 

"But everyone is nice, and it smells so good here. And they have a 
cat . " 

Katniss scowled. 

But she could think of no other alternative at present. She'd asked 
about employment at every business in town, but no one was 
hiring . 

And the manager of the coalmine had turned her away flat, stating 
that pretty, young women like her were only a distraction to the male 
miners. "You'll just go off down a tunnel to sneak kisses." 

Incensed at his assumption, she'd stormed off. But she was secretly 
relieved to be turned down for that job. Her father had worked in the 
mines for a short time before the start of the war and he'd called 
the work loathsome. 

Her only hope was the medicine factory. The foreman had said he might 
be hiring in a few weeks. Katniss was appreciative to Henry for 
continuing to house and feed her and her sister. In fact, he treated 
them as if they were family. Of course they were helping out in the 
bakery to earn their keep. But the price of the three train tickets 
niggled at the back of her mind. They had been costly. 

During the second week in September, Katniss enrolled Prim in school. 
Afterwards she paid a quick visit to the medicine factory to talk 
with the foreman again. 

"We've had a some unexpected expenses recently. No new hires until 
next spring . " 

Katniss walked back to the bakery in despair. Henry found her crying 
over the books . 



"Take a break dear. Grief is awful. It can sneak up on youa€ 1 " 


"It's not that," she sobbed. "We can't stay here. We're taking 
advantage of you." 

Henry poked his head out to call to Peeta. "Get those loaves out of 
the oven for me." 

He shut the office door. "You and Prim are helping us. I'm the one 
taking advantage of you because I'm not paying you and your sister a 
salary . " 

"I do your books, Henry. I know you can't afford to pay us. Besides 
you're providing us with a place to live and feeding us too. I just 
wish we ..." 

Henry interrupted her. "Don't fret, we're happy to have you here. And 
there's an idea I've been mulling. But I'll have to have to talk it 
over with my son Rye first." 

_Rye_. Katniss' thoughts flew ahead. _What would he possibly have to 
talk over with Rye?_ 

She thought of the comment Henry had made that first evening they'd 
arrived, telling Rye that he should be thinking about taking a 
wife . 

Did Henry want her to marry Rye? Was that why he'd trained her to 
keep the bakery's accounts? 

Her stomach dropped. She didn't want to marry Rye Mellark. He was a 
brazen womanizer. He flirted with every woman that entered the 
bakeshop. He disappeared after dinner every evening, like a tomcat on 
the prowl. It would be like marrying Cato. She'd never be able to 
trust him. 

"All right." Katniss wiped at her cheeks with her hands. She had to 
think of some other solution to their 
dilemma . 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Thump. Thump. Thump. Someone pounded at the shop door. 

Dinner had ended, and Katniss and Prim washed dishes at the kitchen 
sink . 

Henry shuffled a deck of cards at the dining table, while Peeta 
teased Buttercup with a piece of string. 

Rye had gone out to "visit a friend." 

Thump. Thump. Thump. The pounding continued. 

"Get the door Peeta, " Henry called. 

Peeta dropped the string, letting the cat drag it around the room. He 
went downstairs to the front door of the shop. Two blurred figured 
showed through the frosted-glass inset in the door. He flipped on the 
light switch in the entry, unlocked the door, and pulled it 



open . 


Brendan Cartwright, the shoemaker, and Delly, his only living child 
and the heir to his business, stood on the doorstep. 

Brendan's jaw was clenched, his hand was holding so tightly to 
Belly's forearm that it would likely leave fingerprints. "I want to 
speak with Rye." 

Peeta looked to his childhood friend. She avoided his eyes. 

His stomach sank. Judging from Belly's demeanor this didn't bode 
well . 

"He's not here sir." 

"Who's there Peeta?" his father called down from the top of the 
stairs . 

Peeta turned toward the staircase and yelled. "It's Mr. 

Cartwright . " 

His father hurried down and came up beside him. 

"What's going on Brendan?" 

"I want to speak to your son Rye." Brendan's voice seethed with 
anger . 

"He went out. What's all this about?" 

"Rye has disgraced my daughter. She's having a baby." 

Holy hell, Peeta thought. _This changes everything_. Maybe, just 
maybe, he would have a shot at a future after all. 


3 . Chapter 3 
**Chapter 3 ** 

"Go find your brother." 

Peeta pushed past Brendan and Belly. He had a good idea of Rye's 
whereabouts. The slag heap. 

It was located near the entrance to the mines, the trash pile for the 
leftovers from coal extraction. The make-out spot for the youth of 
Bistrict Twelve, it offered some privacy with its piles of refuse 
that formed tiny hillocks scattered over a large area. 

Everyone knew of it, every mother warned of its evil, every teen-aged 
boy bragged of visiting there, a fair portion of first-born children 
in Twelve had been conceived in that place. 

Peeta had never taken a girl there. He'd given up on himself after 
his injury. Girls who had shown an interest before the explosion were 
less interested now in a boy with a metal limb, at least it seemed 
that way to him. 



Rye's popularity had soared after the explosion though. As the new 
heir to the bakery, he had his choice of girls. And without their 
mother around to keep him in line, he'd taken full advantage of it, 
too, flitting from girl to girl, like a bee pollinates flowers. 

So Peeta had little doubt where to find his brother. 

He caught Rye on the road to the mine. His brother was walking with 
the grocer's son's fiancA©e. Their hands were linked. 

Rye jumped when Peeta tapped him on the shoulder from behind. "What 
the hell are you doing here?" 

The linked hands fell apart immediately. 

"We need to talk. It's important." 

"You better go home," Rye kissed his date's temple. "I'll be in 
touch . " 

The woman hurried past Peeta, dropping her head in 
embarrassment . 

"Okay, what's going on? Why couldn't this wait until I got 
home? " 

"Dad sent me to find you. Brendan Cartwright and Delly are at the 
door. He says Delly 's pregnant." 

His brother froze, grabbing at his hair and pulling it. "Are you 
sure ? " 


"Yes, I'm sure. He's at the shop door right now. Delly's in tears. 

For crying out loud Rye, why her?" 

Delly had been a childhood playmate to the both of them. Her brother 
Sam had died in the explosion at the train station, leaving Delly the 
heir to her family's shoemaking business. That fact alone should have 
meant that suitors were lining up at her door. 

But her unconventional looks a€" a pale complexion with hair so light 
that it appeared almost white at times, and a womanly figure that she 
hid under baggy clothing, combined with a father known throughout 
Twelve for his bad temper had kept any admirers away. 

Still Delly was friendly and kind. The thought had even, for one very 
short moment after he graduated from school, crossed Peeta 's mind 
that _he_ should wed her. At least he'd be assured of employment, his 
own business even. But he had no desire to be trained by Brendan 
Cartwright to be a shoemaker, and no attraction to his childhood 
friend . 

What had Rye gotten himself into? 

"Why Delly?" Peeta repeated. 

"I don't know," Rye mumbled. "She was there. And willing. Eager 
even . " 


Peeta shook his head, disgusted with his brother. 



"Maybe there was someone else." 

"Do you really think so?" Peeta glared at his brother. 

"No. Probably not. But it was only one time." 

Peeta continued to stare at him in disbelief. 

"Okay, three times." 

Again Peeta marveled that his brother hadn't run into this situation 
sooner. The odds, which had been in his favor for so long, had 
finally run out. 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

"I'll be right back," Henry had said. 

Katniss and Prim finished washing the dishes and waited at the table 
for Henry and Peeta to return. 

The Mellark men relaxed in the evening by playing cards. Henry had 
taught Katniss and Prim how to play a number of games. Their favorite 
was one called "_Mocking jay_, " which Henry said was popular just 
before the start of the war. 

"I'll have to tell Haymitch you like it the next time I bring him 
some bread, " Henry said. 

"You're friends with the Mockingjay?" Prim's eyes had lit up when 
Henry revealed his connection to the old war hero. 

Henry nodded. "We were in school together." 

Joining Henry and Peeta in their nightly card games had done a lot to 
reveal their personalities to Katniss. Henry took a lot of risks, 
making many foolish plays. Katniss suspected that he sometimes did 
them on purpose so that she or Prim could win the occasional round. 
But then again he could have been distracted because Buttercup 
usually sat in his lap during the game, batting at his cards. 

Peeta was a master at surprising everyone with his bluffs. His poker 
face never gave any clue of what he was up to, causing Katniss to 
continually wonder about him. 

The sisters had never had opportunity to play with Rye as he was 
hardly home. 

Loud voices drifted upstairs. "Rye has disgraced my daughter. She's 
having a baby." 

Prim's eyes grew big. 

Katniss bit her lower lip, to suppress a giggle. Unexpected relief 
washed over her. This news changed everything. If Henry had been 
thinking to match Katniss with his older son, those plans were ended 
now . 


The sound of people climbing the stairs made her jump. 



Henry led two people into the room, a short, rotund man, and an 
extremely buxom girl wearing a dress that was a couple of sizes too 
big. Her tear-stained face was so pale and her hair color so light 
that it looked as if she had no eyebrows. 

The man looked familiar, and Katniss realized she'd met him. She'd 
gone to his business asking about work. She couldn't remember what 
kind of business he ran, but she remembered his curt reply. "This is 
a family business," he'd said, with a strong emphasis on the word 
_"family . 

Katniss reached for her sister's arm. "Prim and I were just turning 
in Henry." It was obvious that the man had a private "_family"_ 
matter to discuss. 

The man and girl startled at the sight of her and Prim. 

"Sleep well, " Henry said, nodding to them. His face bore a look of 
resignation, and Katniss pitied him. The fact that he hadn't 
introduced their guests to them indicated the state he was in. 

"Can you believe that?" Prim whispered when they got behind the 
closed door of their room. 

"It's none of our business. Little Duck." 

"Of course it's our business. There's not enough room for another 
person to move in here Katniss. And if that girl comes to work in the 
bakery will we get tossed out?" 

The two sisters lay in bed, whispering in the dark, while a loud 
voice sounded in the other room. 

Katniss was surprised to hear Prim's worries. Her sister had so 
calmly accepted Henry's generosity in letting them stay with him. 
Katniss still thought of Prim as a child, but clearly her sister had 
the same fears as she. 

"Have you talked to the foreman at the medicine factory?" 

"They've had some budget cutbacks . They won't be hiring until spring 
now . " 

"Oh, no." Prim reached for Katniss' hand and squeezed it. 

Both fell silent. 

Outside the room, the voices lowered. A door closed shut in the 
hallway. Katniss wondered if Peeta had escaped from the discussion in 
the dining room. 

"It's hard to believe Rye and Peeta are brothers," Prim whispered. 
"They're so different." 

"They are." For someone in line inherit to the bakery. Rye Mellark 
did the least amount of work of the three men. He spent the largest 
portion of his days at the front counter chatting with 
customers . 



Even Henry occasionally disappeared for a couple of hours with the 
excuse that he was making a bread delivery, but Katniss wondered if 
that was true. Maybe he'd already gotten over her mother and found a 
new woman to romance. 

But Peeta was always working, after he finished the day's baking, he 
sat on the stool in the corner, creating the most intricate designs 
on cakes. He certainly had a talent for it. 

"Peeta 's nice to me," Prim continued. 

"I've noticed." He _had_ seemed to bond with her sister. It had been 
quite sweet of him considering their circumstances . 

"You needn't be jealous." 

_Jealous? Why would she be jealous?_ 

"I'm not interested in Peeta," Prim explained. "I already met someone 
at school . " 

"What?" 

"His name is Rory Hawthorne and he's in my class." 

"You're too young Prim." 

"I'm fifteen already. Don't you like Peeta?" 

"He's all right." Peeta _was _kind. He seemed to be the son who 
followed most in his father's footsteps. 

"Rory has an older brother who's a police officer. Gale has a sort-of 
girlfriend, but Rory doesn't think it's too serious. If you 
wanta€ 1 " 

Katniss interrupted her sister. "I can't think about anyone that way 
now. All I can think about, every day, every waking minute is, how am 
I going to take care of us? What Mom did to Henry was plain 
wrong . " 

As soon as she said the words she regretted them. Prim didn't know of 
their mother's duplicity. 

"What did Mom do?" 

"Nothing, go to sleep Prim." 

"What did she do Katniss?" Prim drew out the "s" sound at the end of 
Katniss' name so that she sounded like a snake. 

Tired of keeping the secret, Katniss spoke. "Mom was sick and knew 
she wouldn't get better. She didn't tell Henry about it though. She 
figured he would take care of us after she died." 

"Oh Katniss." Prim curled into her sister's side. "It'll be okay. Mom 
was right about Henry. I'm sure he'll let us stay no matter what 
happens . " 


"Let's sleep now Little Duck." 



The air thick was with tension, when Katniss and Prim entered the 
bakery the next morning. All three men were already at work. 


Peeta looked up when he saw them, failing to give them his regular 
smile, and looking serious instead. "Sit down and I'll get you 
something to eat." 

They sat at their usual place at the end of the table and Peeta gave 
them plates filled with a hearty brown bread topped with jam. Big 
cups of tea arrived next. 

Rye and Henry worked at the other end of the long table. Rye's head 
was bowed. He looked like a man preparing for the gallows. Henry, 
meanwhile, seemed lost in his thoughts. He didn't even acknowledge 
Katniss and Prim until they were almost done eating. 

"Oh you're up," he said. "We'll be closing the shop mid-morning for 
Rye's and Belly's toasting. Prim, you're welcome to stay home from 
school today to join us." 

A big smile erupted on Prim's face. 

Rye caught sight of it and snarled. "Glad someone's 
happy . " 

Frowning, Henry turned to his older son. "Change your clothes, then 
walk Belly to the Justice Building so you can get the paperwork taken 
care of . " 

Rye nodded grimly. 

Katniss washed out her's and Prim's dishes and then joined her sister 
in helping to fill the bakery display case with fresh bread, and 
other baked goods . 

When the shelves were full, Henry unlocked the door for the customers 
who were already lined up. 

Katniss went through the kitchen heading toward the office. Peeta had 
already retreated to his workstation. He was decorating a small cake, 
adorning the top with a variety of colorful flowers made of 
frosting . 

"That's pretty," she commented, thinking that it was probably one of 
his most elaborate designs. 

"It's a toasting cake for Rye and Belly." 

Katniss couldn't help but ask, "Is Belly the girl from last 
night ? " 

"Yes . " 

"Oh." Katniss couldn't think of anything more to say that would be 
polite. Belly hadn't impressed her in any way. The kindest thing she 
could think was that the girl was terribly naA“ve to have become 
involved with an obvious womanizer like Rye. 

"She's a good person," Peeta said. His voice lowered. "She deserves 



better than my brother." 


"But she must like him at least a little." _Why else would she have 
gotten into such a predicament ?_ 

"I suppose." But he didn't sound as if he believed her. 

The thought crossed Katniss' mind that maybe he liked that pasty girl 
himself. It left her strangely irritated. 

Katniss excused herself and went into the office. She was 
reorganizing the bakery's account books. Henry had done an awful job 
since his wife's death and as a result had been overpaying on his 
taxes. District taxes were already high because ever since the 
districts broke free of the Capitol's control, the new national 
government refused to fund the districts' infrastructure. 

She was combing the records, trying to see if she could find a way 
for Henry to get a refund for some of those extra taxes he'd paid. It 
wouldn't be enough to reimburse him for the cost of three train 
tickets, but it would make a serious dent in the amount. 

Prim stuck her head into the open door of the office. "The bakery's 
closed now. Henry and Peeta went upstairs to change their clothes. 

The toasting is being held at Belly's house." 

Taking off her apron. Prim smoothed her dress. "Do you think we 
should change too?" 

"You look fine, " Katniss said, thankful that their mother had 
insisted on her daughters updating their wardrobe before they came to 
Twelve. With several new dresses each, at least she and Prim always 
looked presentable. 

Katniss didn't know what to expect at the toasting. She'd never 
witnessed one before, but she knew her parents had had one. The 
traditions in Two were very different, though; after filing the 
necessary paperwork in the Justice Building, the wedded couple 
recited their vows outdoors in a circle of stones. 

Henry came downstairs followed by Peeta. They were both wearing dark 
pants and patterned, button-down shirts. Peeta 's blue shirt made his 
blue eyes look even brighter, as if that were possible. He did have 
nice eyes. 

Peeta put the toasting cake into a box. 

"We better get over there, " Henry said. 

The shoemaker's shop was on the other side of the square, directly 
across from the bakery. Henry led the way, followed by Peeta. Katniss 
and Prim trailed behind. 

A sign featuring an oversized shoe made of wood hung next to the 
door. A few pairs of shoes were displayed in the front window. 

Instead of entering the shop though, Henry turned to the alley 
alongside it and walked up the outside stairs that led to the second 
floor . 

He knocked on the door, as they stood on the landing behind him. A 



middle-aged woman wearing an apron over her flowered dress opened the 
door. She had the same pale complexion and hair as Delly, but her 
figure was slim; Katniss guessed she was Delly 's mother. 

"Good morning, Brigit, " Henry greeted her. 

The woman smiled back at him nervously. "It's been a long time Henry. 
Who ' d have thought when our children played together years ago that 
they'd end up getting married." She opened the door wider and they 
all followed Henry inside. 

Peeta handed off the boxed cake to Brigit who thanked him and set it 
down on the dining table, next to a plate with two thick slices of 
dark bread. 

She stared at Katniss and Prim curiously. 

"Brigit, let me introduce Katniss and Prim Everdeen, " Henry said. 
"They're Lily's daughters, you remember Lily Bolduc from school who 
married Glenn Everdeen. They moved to Two after the war." 

The woman nodded. "I heard about what happened to you, Henry. I'm so 
sorry. It's kind of you to take in Lily's daughters. But then you've 
always been generous . " 

She gave the sisters an appraising glance. "You look so much like 
your mother when she was your age, " she told Prim. She turned to 
Katniss. "You're a fine mix of both of your parents." 

A loud throat clearing interrupted the conversation. "We haven't got 
all day, Brigit. I need to re-open the shop. We should get this 
started." Brendan Cartwright tapped his foot on the floor. 

She gave them an apologetic glance, her cheeks growing pink. "Let me 
get Delly and Rye." 

She disappeared down a short hallway and returned with the couple. 

Rye was dressed in a similar fashion as his father and brother, dark 
pants and a patterned shirt. Delly wore a loose yellow dress with a 
scoop neckline that showed off her ample cleavage. Her pale hair hung 
in curls down her back. 

Delly 's eyes were red-rimmed, though, and Rye looked queasy. Brendan 
Cartwright handed Rye the plate with the bread on it. Rye took it and 
reached for Delly 's hand. He led her to the stove that stood in the 
corner of the room. The door to the hearth was open and a small coal 
fire was burning. 

The couple knelt down in front of it. Rye set the plate onto the 
floor and they each took a slice of bread and held it over the flame, 
twisting it around to get the slice fully toasted. 

"Damn," Rye cried out as he burned his finger. 

"That's what happens when you play with fire," Brendan said sharply. 
"You get burned." He glared at his new son-in-law. 


Katniss and Prim exchanged looks. Eor a brief moment Katniss pitied 
Rye until she remembered he was only reaping what he'd sown. 



Once both slices of bread were toasted, the couple held out their 
slice, offering the other the first bite. 


They mumbled a few words about remaining faithful to each other but 
neither seemed enthused about it. 

Katniss wondered at her own parent's toasting. They had been raised 
during a time when great prejudice existed in District 12 - when the 
district was strictly divided into two divisions -people who lived in 
the Seam and worked in the mines, and people who lived in Town and 
owned a business. Her mother had been born a Townie, her father born 
in the Seam. 

Did the prejudice that existed then cause her parents' toasting to be 
equally as tense and uncomfortable as Rye's and Delly's? Did Katniss' 
grandparents even attend their children's toasting? Katniss had never 
thought to ask. But at any rate, Katniss _knew_ that her parents had 
been in love. If she were to marry someday, she hoped it was a love 
match as well, and not an arrangement forced upon her. 

Once they'd eaten the bread. Rye helped Delly get up from the 
floor . 

"Let's have some of this delicious cake," Brigit said. "Did you make 
it Rye?" 

"No, Peeta did. He does all the cakes." 

"Well it's a good thing then," Brendan said. "I wouldn't want to be 
accused of stealing away District Twelve's best baker to turn him 
into a shoemaker." 

Katniss gasped. She hadn't realized that the marriage would mean that 
Rye would leave the bakery and have to learn a new trade too. She 
caught the frown that appeared on Henry's face; however, Peeta was 
biting his lower lip as if he were trying to hold back a smile. It 
was the first time she'd seen him happy all day. 

They left the Cartwright's house after Delly ran out of the room, 
with her hand over her mouth. 

"She's been getting sick in the mornings for the past week," Brigit 
said when her daughter had left the room. "That's how we figured it 
out . " 

It was early afternoon when they returned to the bakery. 

"Do you think you can handle things down here?" Henry said to Peeta. 
"I need to take a nap. I hardly slept all night and my head is 
aching . " 

"All right." 

Henry went upstairs. 

Peeta turned the sign around on the door. "Think you'll be okay up in 
the front alone?" he asked Prim. 

"Yes." Prim grabbed the apron off the hook and put it on over her 
dress . 



Peeta grabbed another apron and put it on over his good clothes and 
headed to the backroom. 

Katniss followed him in and surveyed the mess in the kitchen. The 
books could wait. "Do you need help cleaning up?" 

"Sure. Put an apron on." 

Once her clothing was covered she headed for the sink. Alongside it 
was a stack of pans and bowls that needed washing. She set to work, 
humming to herself. Her mind was lost in its usual thought, _"how 
could she take care of Prim and herself?"_ 

She set the wet pans and bowls on the counter next to the 
sink . 

Peeta joined her with a towel and began drying the pans and bowls and 
putting them away. 

They worked in silence, but then Peeta spoke. "What do you think of 
Twelve ? " 

Startled, she answered, "I like it fine." But as she thought on her 
words she knew that they weren't entirely true. She'd been living in 
the district for a month now, but she missed being out in nature. She 
used to spend her days outdoors scavenging for plants in the woods. 
Now she was cooped up inside. 

"I miss the woods at home, though" she blurt out. 

"You have woods in Two?" He stopped drying the bowl to look at her. 

"I had the idea that Two was mountainous and full of rocky 
Craigs . " 

"Not all of it. We lived at the base of the mountain, close to the 
main quarry; but the area around our village was wooded. I spent a 
lot of time outdoors gathering plants for my mother's business." 

"We have woods here, as well. In fact I need to go out there soon and 
pick some apples. We make apple tarts this time of year and that tree 
behind the shop is practically dead. It hardly gave us any fruit last 
year." He smiled at her, hopefully. "Maybe you'd like to join 


Excited about getting a day away from the bakery, Katniss answered 
quickly. "Yes, that would be wonderful." 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

"Peeta can you come out here." Prim poked her head in from the front 
room. "There 're some _people_ here who want to talk with you." Prim 
sounded angry. 

"All right." Peeta smiled back at Katniss, his heart beating a little 
faster. _She ' d agreed to go to the woods with him to pick 
apples ._ 

He was finally in a position to aim high. And his target was Katniss 
Everdeen. He was determined to find a way to win her heart. 



Ginger Brown and Saffron Duggan were waiting for him at the counter. 
They'd been classmates of his and for a short time before his 
accident, even friends. Years ago, he'd kissed Ginger on the cheek on 
a dare from his oldest brother Phyl . 

"Is it true that Rye got married?" Ginger asked. 

Peeta studied Ginger carefully, taking in her hazel eyes and red hair 
that he'd once thought attractive, but paled in comparison to 
Katniss' gray eyes and dark tresses. Was she one of his brother's 
many conquests? Word had certainly spread quickly. 

"He did. He and Delly Cartwright toasted only an hour ago." 

The girl nodded, and then gave him an odd smile. "So he's training to 
take over the shoe shop then." 

"Yeaha€ 1 " 

Saffron interrupted. "So you'll inherit the bakery now, 

Peeta? " 

"Yes, I will." Automatically, he stood to his fullest height. 

Ever since Brendan Cartwright had come to their door with his 
accusation, it had been all Peeta could think about. He, the youngest 
son, would eventually take over his father's business. 

He was both happy and sad about it. Glad to be given a future, yet 
sad that it was on the back of his brothers, one who lay dead in the 
graveyard, the other who had literally screwed himself over. 

"Well, congratulations are in order then, " Saffron said. "Let me give 
you a hug." She walked around the counter, pushing past Prim, and 
came toward him. She was nearly as tall as Peeta and when she reached 
out her arms and wrapped them around him, her face rested against his 
cheek . 

The physical contact of a female was unexpectedly welcome, yet 
foreign to him. Even though Saffron didn't mean anything to him, his 
cheek flushed at her touch. 

When she pulled away. Ginger, who had come around the counter as 
well, also hugged him. 

"Will you be making any changes to the bakery when you take over from 
your father then?" Saffron asked. 

"I don't know yet." 

The two young women talked with him a little longer and left the shop 
giggling . 

Peeta turned around to find Prim glowering. 

"Are they friends of your brother's?" 


"I suppose so. But they were in my year at school." 



Peeta walked past Prim into the back, irritated at her reminder. Hell 
nearly every female his age likely was "friends" with Rye. 


He caught sight of Katniss scrubbing the worktable with soap and 
water. Immediately he winced, worried that she'd overhead Ginger and 
Saffron talking with him, glad that she hadn't witnessed their hugs. 
He needed to be sure that Katniss understood that he was only 
interested in her. 

"We could go to the woods this Sunday to pick apples, " Peeta 
suggested, picking up the conversation where it had left off. "Make a 
day of it. We'll have to take the cart a€ 1 ." His voice trailed off as 
he remembered that they'd transported her mother's corpse in that 
cart to the graveyard. 

But Katniss didn't seem perturbed and Peeta thought that maybe she 
didn't remember. She may have seen them with the cart, but she'd 
never seen it used for that gruesome task. And he and Rye had 
scrubbed it down completely afterwards. 

She lifted her head. "It sounds like fun. I'm sure Prim will enjoy it 
too . " 

Prim? Wooing Katniss Everdeen was going to be harder than he 
thought . 


End 
f ile . 



